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Moreover, handbook rules provide no instruction for use of the comma in the following:
(1) Slowly, he walked to the store. (2) He walked, slowly, to the store. (3) He walked to the store slowly.
And when we produce a sequence of three or more independent clauses, punctuation questions often cross sentence (or independent clause) boundaries, and handbooks do not offer help for such interdependent problems. Consider a sequence of three simple independent clauses: (4) it caught my eye-I swiveled around-and the next instant, inexplicably, I was looking down at a weaselThere weren't any handbook rules to tell Annie Dillard to use a semicolon rather than a period or a dash or a colon or a comma splice between the first two clauses; or to follow that with a dash rather than a comma or a period or, yes, a colon between the last two.
And what do handbooks tell students about Orwell's punctuation of the following sentences from "Marrakech"? (5) It was very hot and the men had marched a long way. They slumped under the weight of their packs and the curiously sensitive black faces were glistening with sweat. (6) When a family is travelling it is quite usual to see a father and a grown-up son riding ahead on a donkey, and an old woman following on foot, carrying the baggage.
According to the handbooks, Orwell is wrong, for their rules are essentially a right-or-wrong approach, providing little-if any-basis for considering options according to rhetorical intentions. Such instruction is negative in that it tells students what not to do and how not to do it; better instruction-in any skill, I assume-is going to tell students what to do and how to do it, it is going to encourage the "good" behaviors, not discourage the bad.
Sentences and Independent Clauses
Conventional punctuation is grammar based-marks are prescribed in terms of grammatical structure-but what "good writers" do, writers like Orwell, is punctuate according to their intended meaning, their intended emphasis.' It is an approach to use of the functional punctuation marks that follows "principles" rather than "rules."2 To understand the principles, however, one grammatical element must be recognized-the independent clause. And the reason for this requirement is clear enough: all prose, written or spoken, consists of concatenations of independent clauses, and punctuation is a matter of showing appropriate relationships between them (some get punctuated as sentences, some do not). It is a mistake to assume that the sentence is the basic element in prose; it is also confusing, for it is the wrong basis for analyzing written language.3
To repeat: all discourse, written or spoken, consists of independent clauses or underlying independent clauses. The principle for "underlying" structures is well known: in spite of the missing element(s) in the surface structure, a clause is independent if the missing element(s) can be readily provided by a native speaker: The functions in Table 2 are general and basic; in addition, they are used by writers-as my discussion of raising and lowering will explain-to gain separation (emphasis) by using an appropriate higher mark, a mark not limited to the next one up; and writers gain connectedness (under-emphasis) by using an appropriate lower mark, a mark not limited to the next one down.
Punctuating Single Independent Clauses
Sentences can be analyzed as single independent clauses with or without attachments or as multiple independent clauses with or without attachments. With a single independent clause, possible attachments create three patterns: pre-clausal, post-clausal, and medial. In each case, the writer must decide: Do I punctuate or don't I? In Pattern III the interruption may of course occur elsewhere within the independent clause. Three of the four "rules" required by this principle-based approach to punctuation are needed to punctuate these patterns (rules that literate students will know or quickly learn without instruction): As these tables indicate, the writer has choices, so there arises the question of how one goes about making these choices. The answer, theoretically, is simple, for it is found in anyone's principle of good writing; that is, it is found in the effort to get sentences to say what one means with the kind of emphasis one intends. The principle is general. All writers, evidently, want a sentence to say what they intend it to say. It is, of course, the same principle that guides choices among word and syntactic options; one chooses among the options the best one can. A little imaginative effort will suggest how, in the following examples, choices might be made according to "meaning and intended emphasis" (Summey 4): (13) Surely (zero, comma, dash) the kid will come clean. Thus, justification for the sentence fragment. Pressure to use a mark higher in the hierarchy I call raising. It develops naturally when commas within a sentence boundary mark different degrees of separation; thus meaning can be made more clear by using a higher mark at the major boundary. In the following sentence by James Baldwin, pressure for raising will be felt where Baldwin used the semicolons:
(29) I don't think the Negro problem in America can be even discussed coherently without bearing in mind its context; its context being the history, traditions, customs, the moral assumptions and preoccupations of the country; in short, the general social fabric.
Some writers might have resisted the pressure for the first semicolon and stayed with a comma; most, I think, would have used a dash instead of the second semicolon. In either case, the sentence illustrates conditions for raising.
Raising, obviously, calls attention to itself, and thus gains emphasis. And it is this emphasis that Frost evidently felt a need for in the next example.
(30) I once heard of a minister who turned his daughter-his poetry-writing daughter-out on the street to earn a living, because he said there should be no more books written... Raising is thus a device for gaining rhetorical effect. In (31) Alice Walker uses a comma instead of zero to gain emphasis; and in (32) Ellen Goodman chooses an even higher mark to gain even more emphasis:
(31) White men and women continued to run things, badly.
(32) Date rape, after all, occurs in a context, a culture that-still-expects men to be assertive and women to be resistant.
And why does Dillard want commas in the next example?
(33) I think it would be well, and proper, and obedient, and pure, to grasp your one necessity and not let it go. Pressure for raising accounts for two rules in our handbooks-a semicolon rule and a dash rule. If one or more of the items in a series has internal commas or if the individual items are lengthy, a semicolon at the major boundaries is needed for clarity, as in a sentence by Forster: (34) We read that the Franks built it in the thirteenth century and called it Misithras or Mistia; that it became the chief fortress in the Peloponnese during an uninteresting period; that it was taken from the Franks by the Byzantines, and from the Byzantines by the Turks; that it was governed by a long succession of tyrants whose lives were short and brutal. If the interrupting material contains commas, there is need for a higher mark at the major boundaries, and the dash is appropriate because, unlike the semicolon, it can be used in pairs, as in a Lewis Thomas sentence.
(35) Although we are by all odds the most social of all social animals-more interdependent, more attached to each other, more inseparable in our behavior than bees-we do not often feel our conjoined intelligence. I propose that the hierarchy and raising account for these rules systematically-if you know the system, you know how to do it-and more effectively than the disconnected, essentially unsystematized rules in handbooks.
Notice, finally, that lowering-the opposite of raising-is also a natural consequence of understanding the hierarchical system. The semicolon in most of its uses, the comma splice, and the avoidance of a comma with a coordinator between independent clauses are common examples of lowering. Raising seems to be required, in certain contexts, to satisfy the need for clarity-as in (29), (34), (35). Lowering, on the other hand, does not seem to be required by a contextual need for clarity, except in a more subtle sense of this need, as in a good comma splice.
Multiple Independent Clauses
Discourse consists of multiple independent clauses, and the good writer marks the junctures between them according to an intended meaning and emphasis. Punctuating between independent clauses is different from punctuating within the clause, but the answer is based on the same principle (meaning and emphasis) and on the same knowledge (recognition of the independent clauses).
There are but two devices for marking the juncture between independent clauses: the hierarchy of punctuation marks (Table 1 ) and a set of coordinate conjunctions (and, but, or, nor, for, so, yet, then). Let me emphasize that these are the only devices for marking the juncture between independent clauses-in spite of what handbooks and style manuals and workbook exercises tell us, or seem to tell us.4 Writers use these devices to convey semantic intent, and as they use them, they use the differences inherent in each group as well as combinations among them (more numerous than the brief list suggests) to produce their intended semantic effects. Table 5 is a further representation of the hierarchy as indicated in Tables 1  and 2:  Table 5 Degrees of Separation Between Clauses MAXIMUM: I gravitated to the random. I swung with the nonsequential.-Joan Didion I gravitated to the random; I swung with the nonsequential.
Punctuation Alone

MEDIUM:
The fire is dying, the sparks scattering over the sand and stone: there is nothing to do but go. The fire is dying, the sparks scattering over the sand and stone-there is nothing to do but go.-Edward Abbey MINIMUM: And it is true that all of us write within traditions, we all have a history and a context.-Donald Murray And it is true that all of us write within traditions we all have a history and a context.
The "meaning" of these markings ranges from maximum separation to no separation (or connection)-but see the remarks on the dash and colon below. And since we use punctuation to clarify our meaning and gain appropriate emphasis, it is reasonable that, for ease of reading, the two marks of minimum separation between independent clauses are not as effective as the marks of medium or maximum separation. Zero, of course, is even confusing (and found only in experimental writing or certain kinds of poetry where, however, it is used for the very reasons indicated by the hierarchy-to show connection where, normally, separation would be shown). The comma splice, however, is an intentional mark in the writing of most "good" writers and, as indicated by the hierarchy, shows less of a separation than the higher marks-thus the purpose, an absolutely legitimate purpose, of the comma splice, as illustrated in another sentence by E. M. Forster (a fearless comma splicer):
(36) He could not stand the insecurities that are customary between officials, he refused to make use of the face-saving apparatus that they so liberally provide and employ.
There is a similar difference between the period and semicolon-the significance of the hierarchy, after all, is pretty straightforward. Look at the following ways of punctuating some words by E. B. White: (37) The great days have faded. The end is in sight.
(38) The great days have faded; the end is in sight.
White actually used a comma splice here-forgive the deception, a way to make two points at once.
The dash and the colon are similar in function and, sometimes, even in meaning (see Tables 2 and 5 One can see dearly, in that sentence, the difference between the two possibilities with independent clauses: coordinator plus comma creates greater separation, greater emphasis, than coordinator alone; the options provided by these devices are needed-and used by good writers. To oversimplify and suggest that one should use a comma whenever a coordinator is used between independent clauses--or not use one when the second clause is ellipted-is to falsify the description of written English and to misinform the student. As a matter of fact, we commonly enough find coordinators between independent clauses with any of the punctuation marks: (45) I wish good fortune to both sides, good will to all. Or conversely, depending on my mood of the moment, damn both houses and pox vobiscum.-Edward Abbey Notice that (51)-(56) are in fact examples of raising and represent options that good writers know how to exploit. Notice also that teaching a "rule" actually denies these options, for a rule indicates-at least for students-only one way of doing something, the "right" way; the rule thus denies students the opportunity to learn an important writing strategy. Which raises the question of pedagogy.
Pedagogy
Because the choices are limited (rules 1, 2, and 3) and the knowledge base specific (tables 1, 2, 3, and awareness of the independent clause), the punctuation system here is not difficult to learn. It is to be learned by doing-the way all language skills are learned, which means a lot of doing, of course. So instruction consists of enough examples for discussion (numerous in college readers) and enough opportunities in writing to develop the experience needed for making good choices. In providing these opportunities the teacher will realize one of the strengths of the approach: it encourages students to analyze their semantic and rhetorical intentions. The student doesn't try to match his or her sentence with a rule in a handbook, then respond in a behavioral sense; instead, the student reads and considers her or his intentions and the reader's needs, then decides according to an intended meaning and emphasis. We like to say, in our discussions of the writing process, that writing is thinking. Indeed! In contrast to the rule-matching process required by a handbook, this approach to punctuating is an expression of the writing-is-thinking premise, for it provides the occasion and the tools for thinking.
To teach the system one needs a few handouts (like tables 1, 2, 3, and 4) and a feeling for student needs in sequencing the material along with reading and writing assignments. For example, with basic writers one might want to present the hierarchy but limit initial practice to the period, comma, and zero (one can write a flawless paper with just these marks). Good instruction will then sequence the introduction of writing problems according to student needs. Of course, learning a system well takes lots of practice. Good writers get lots of practice; students should too.
As should be clear by now, learning to punctuate effectively requires only a little knowledge of grammar, much less than most English teachers will grant. One needs to recognize an independent clause in one's writing, which requires bringing to a conscious level what one knows intuitively. All native speakers have what linguists call a "competence" that includes the ability to speak and comprehend independent clauses; so students who are native speakers quickly enough master the consciousness-raising task of identifying subject and finite verb (irregular syntax obviously requires additional work).
An appealing aspect of this meaning-based approach to punctuation is that it allows for individual differences in its application. (The fifth-grader, for example, should use his or her knowledge of the hierarchy-which may be incomplete, of course-according to his or her intentions.) A good writer chooses to do something (to choose a word, to begin a sentence adverbially, to punctuate). In choosing to do there is a positive, a constructive, a meaning-creating approach to writing; in contrast, in obeying a negatively worded rule, there comes a negative attitude, a negative approach to the process, for the student is punctuating to avoid error rather than to create meaning. Learning theory, as I understand it, suggests that learning to use a systematic procedure is far easier than learning to use a list of poorly ordered rules defined by a technical terminology with exceptions and footnotes and meager examples-all made more difficult because a behavioristic response is expected from very uncertain stimuli (the student's own sentences).
Let me illustrate these general remarks on pedagogy with some examples of raising and lowering, punctuation practices that can and should be analyzed and practiced during reading and writing assignments. Reading how a good writer punctuates helps anyone grasp more surely some small yet significant point as well as, on occasion, a major point; and such study will thus help anyone punctuate more tellingly. So, consider what some good writers have done.
The following is raising to a comma (the fourth one) where a handbook asks for zero because the compounding is not of independent clauses: (57) The business of being out for a walk, coming across something of fascinating interest and then dragged away from it by a yell from the master, like a dog jerked onwards by the leash, is an important feature of school life, and helps to build up the conviction, so strong in many children, that the things you most want to do are always unattainable.-George Orwell This sentence, with its long independent clause with three commas, would become confusing if zero were used at the major point of separation within the sentence, even though zero would follow the handbook rule. Raising thus is important for clarity of meaning.
Raising from zero to a comma is common because it produces a simple yet clear emphasis, as in this: The first fragment is raised from a colon, the second from a comma.
Teaching the punctuation of fragments and when to use them teaches students how to write-quite different from the usual textbook instruction in how not to write. Teaching how teaches judgment-sensitivity to context-important in the development of taste. How else do we learn that some fragments work and others do not?
Consider an example of lowering, first punctuated as it might have been a hundred years ago and next punctuated as it typically is today: King, however, was clearly sensitive to the major and minor boundaries and followed the hierarchical principle by lowering (comma to zero) at the minor boundary-accurately reflecting his semantic intent.
A long while ago, in a long-neglected book, George Summey told us what was wrong with style manuals and handbooks: "The notion that there is only one correct way of punctuating a given word pattern is true only in limited degree. Skillful writers have learned that they must make alert and successful choices between periods and semicolons, semicolons and commas, and commas and dashes, dashes and parentheses, according to meaning and intended emphasis" (4). By teaching raising and lowering, we will be adding to our students' repertoire of skills; we will be encouraging students to clarify the meaning of sentences and to gain intended emphasis. Such instruction illustrates what in our composition classes we like to proclaim but don't always demonstrate: writing is thinking.
